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The intensification of greenhouse horticulture is a notable trend in many regions around the world. This 
intensification causes the grouping of large-scale greenhouses on a single site, into so-called ‘greenhouse 
clusters’. The main incentive for clustering is the reduction of production costs by sharing infrastructure 
such as energy, water and gas facilities. Despite these advantages, the public remains sceptic towards 
greenhouse clusters and resistance in Flanders is frequent and often fierce. The objective of this research 
is to obtain insight into the reasons, underlying motives and processes that steer this resistance as they are 
perceived by the agricultural sector. A grounded theory approach resulted in a comprehensive scheme 
that visualizes the public resistance towards greenhouse clusters as perceived by stakeholders in the 
agricultural sector, and as such the scheme includes factors that are probably also seen as key factors 
for the resistance among the stakeholders. Our research shows that the protest actions are complex and 
cannot be attributed to a single concept such as the NIMBY-concept that is still often put forward by 
politicians, planners and investors. 

© 2010 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved. 


Introduction 

Structural adjustments of the agricultural sector have led to dra¬ 
matic changes in the composition of the farming sector throughout 
Western Europe (Kristensen, 1999). Also in Flanders the number of 
farms declined while the average farm size increased (Calus et al., 
2008). In recent years the greenhouse sector in particular has been 
confronted with this increase in scale. In the Netherlands, Spain and 
Canada commercial greenhouses have an average size of 3 ha and 
may stretch over 30 ha in a single development (Aguera and Liu, 
2009; CBS, 2010; Statcan, 2010). Knowing that the current aver¬ 
age size of a greenhouse holding in Flanders is 0.6 ha (NIS, 2005) 
we can get the grasp of such an evolution. If the Flemish horticul¬ 
ture sector wants to maintain or even strengthen its position on 
(inter)national markets, an increase in scale and a modernisation 
of the existing greenhouses are indispensable. In order to tackle 
this problem, the Flemish Agricultural Department set the goal of 
a renewal of about 100 ha of greenhouses per year (which means 
5% of the total greenhouse area) (Leterme, 2007; Ministerie van de 
Vlaamse Gemeenschap, 2003). However, the authorities responsi¬ 
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ble for spatial planning are, under pressure of the public opinion, 
very reluctant to give the necessary permits to build such large 
structures. A policy document concerning the spatial planning of 
greenhouse horticulture in Flanders was written to deal with this 
problem (Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap, 2003). In this 
document, several tracks are proposed to achieve the goal of renew¬ 
ing 5% greenhouses per year. One of these tracks is the development 
of ‘industrial estates’ or ‘business parks’, specifically destined for 
greenhouse horticulture. Such ‘greenhouse clusters’ would offer 
several benefits: multiple horticultural companies can group and 
share the required infrastructure (such as energy, water and gas 
facilities), allowing for cheaper production and less environmental 
damage; heavy traffic can be guided in such a way that it causes 
less trouble for the neighbourhood; and integration of the green¬ 
house park in the surrounding landscape can be established more 
professionally than when individual horticulturists are left to their 
own devices. In highly urbanised regions (such as Flanders) there 
is the additional advantage that more space can be safeguarded for 
other purposes (Rogge et al., 2008). 

Despite these advantages the public attitude towards green¬ 
house clusters in Flanders does not seem to be very positive. 
Resistance against the construction of new, large-scale green¬ 
houses has increased, with more and heavier protest actions 
occurring over the last couple of years (Fig. 1). Public meetings 
are prompted, demonstrations are organised, objections are for¬ 
mulated and petitions are signed, all of this resulting in a strenuous 
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Fig. 1. Signpost with slogans against the development of large-scale greenhouses. 
These signs can be found frequently in Northern region of the province of Antwerp. 

and prolonged procedure to obtain building permits for a single 
development. To develop a greenhouse ‘cluster’ the situation is 
even more difficult. After 10 years of debate and planning, thus 
far not a single cluster has been realised or even approved. 

Resistance to major landscape change 

Studies in the field of landscape aesthetics have shown that resi¬ 
dents and visitors frequently reject planned changes of the existing 
landscape (Sell and Zube, 1986; Staats, 1990; Willis and Garrod, 
1992). van den Berg and Vlek (1998) state that the evaluations of 
planned changes at the very least reflect a ‘resistance to change’ 
in general, rather than a resistance to the specific contents of the 
planned change. 

Several authors have tried to explain people’s resistance to 
change by pointing out that change implies perception of risk and 
people have a general aversion towards risk (Willis and Garrod, 
1992; Schwartz, 1994). Importantly, risk aversion is a function 
of people’s reference point at the time of choice (Kahneman and 
Tversky, 1979). Risk aversion is strongest when the status quo is 
viewed as a gain situation. Applied to landscapes, planned-change 
contexts may transform the landscape into a risky alternative to 
the status quo, that might lead to a less favourable landscape (van 
den Berg and Vlek, 1998). This effect may be particularly strong 
for rural landscapes as the status quo situation is often associ¬ 
ated with values such as biodiversity, tranquillity and a traditional 
way of life (Strumse, 1996). van den Berg and Vlek (1998) suggest 
that the resistance against change may be intensified by factors 
that increase the perceived threat posed by the planned changes. 
Planned changes may be perceived as more threatening if people 
are personally affected by the consequences of the planned change 
of a landscape, for example because their daily live takes place in 
this very landscape. Another important determinant of perceived 
threat may be the degree of similarity between the status quo and 
planned change. Plans that are more dissimilar to the status quo 
present a greater threat and will therefore most probably evoke 
more resistance (Willis and Garrod, 1992). As the construction of a 
greenhouse cluster in a rural area generally presents a very dis¬ 
similar situation from the status quo a lot of resistance can be 
expected. 

Another argument that is often put forward when trying to 
explain the opposition against major landscape changes is the 
NIMBY-syndrome. Wolsink (2007) describes NIMBY as the fact that 
people have positive attitudes towards something until they are 
actually confronted with it, and that they then oppose it for selfish 


reasons. Although literature makes us realize that the NIMBY- 
concept is not the correct theory to explain the opposition against 
major landscape changes (Wolsink, 2007; van der Horst, 2007; 
Mannarini et al., 2009; Warren and McFayden, 2010) it still has 
enormous popularity among planners, policy makers and investors 
who prefer it as their scapegoat for oppositional behaviour against 
concrete projects (Wolsink, 2007). Because of this popularity and 
the fact that the NIMBY argument is frequently used in the case 
of greenhouse clusters, we take a look at how the NIMBY idea is 
being used and elaborated in the context of comparable landscape 
changes. 

Public attitude towards comparable landscape changes (wind 
energy projects) 

In our search for comparable landscape changes we found little 
evidence of changes that evoke such a controversy as the construc¬ 
tion of large-scale greenhouses. Although in the media we found 
cases of local protest actions against the construction of manure 
processing installations or biogas plants, this resistance is not sys¬ 
tematic and widespread. A comparable development with which 
rural areas have been confronted in recent years however, is the 
construction of wind farms. 

Public attitudes anywhere in Europe show moderate to strong 
support for the implementation of renewable energy. Nevertheless, 
planning wind power developments appears to be a complicated 
matter in most countries (Wolsink, 2007) and in some cases the 
construction of wind farms also provokes considerable controversy 
(Woods, 2003). Visual evaluation of the impact of wind power on 
the values of the landscape is one of the factors explaining why 
some are opposed to wind power implementation and why others 
support it (Wolsink, 2007). The case of protest against wind energy 
is however quite complicated to unravel. Besides visual arguments 
there are also more complicated issues at play related to livelihood, 
values and justice (Gross, 2007). This confirms that NIMBY is a far 
too simple concept to explain protest against wind farm develop¬ 
ments or other unwanted land uses. In recent years several theories 
have been put forward to explain these protest movements. 

Mannarini et al. (2009) use Klandermans’ model on partici¬ 
pation that uses three key elements (collective identity, sense of 
injustice and collective efficacy) to explain local collective action 
and protest against so-called LULU’s (locally unwanted land uses). 
Mannarini et al. (2009) found that these three elements indeed play 
a role in the mobilization of people against locally unwanted land 
uses. On the other hand she also found three additional elements 
that can account for this mobilization namely; social embedded¬ 
ness, social pressure exerted by the majority and place attachment. 

van der Horst and Toke (2010) studied the relevance of con¬ 
cepts such as environmental equity and social capital in the light of 
planning wind farm developments in rural England. The question of 
environmental justice arises when there is evidence of inequality in 
terms of exposure to negative environmental impacts. They found 
that new wind farms are significantly more likely to receive plan¬ 
ning permission, and thus being built, in relatively more vulnerable 
and deprived local areas. On the other hand in areas populated by 
more politically active, older, private-sector oriented people there 
will be greater recourses available to fight appeals by developers. 
The availability of social and financial capital is therefore an impor¬ 
tant factor in conflicts concerning a wind farm siting (van der Horst 
and Toke, 2010). 

Warren and McFayden (2010) studied whether actively involv¬ 
ing the stakeholders through a system of community ownership 
can alter public attitudes and downplay protest against wind farm 
developments. Their study indeed suggests that the public support 
for wind farms in Scotland and the UK could be increased by chang- 
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ing the development model as ownership has been found to have 
a positive influence on the attitudes of stakeholders towards wind 
energy projects. 

Wolsink (2007) and Cross (2007) explore the validity of fair¬ 
ness and justice instead of backyard motives when trying to explain 
the public attitude toward wind farm developments. The concepts 
of fairness and justice can be used interchangeably and in their 
most simple meaning refer to “rightfulness; that what is deserved” 
(Macquarie, 1996). Many types of justice have been proposed, Gross 
(2007) discusses two major types. Distributive justice focuses on 
the equitable distribution of outcomes, which can either be public 
goods or public ‘burdens’. In contrast procedural justice is concerned 
with the process by which decisions are made. Important ele¬ 
ments in procedural justice include rights of participation, access 
to information, and lack of bias on the part of the decision maker 
(Gross, 2007). Wolsink (2007) found that local protest against wind 
farm developments is not founded in the egotist NIMBYism but is 
rather caused by a perceived injustice. The perception of fairness 
in decision making about siting facilities such as wind farms, are 
strongly connected with perceived environmental risks, and also 
with strongly deviating core values about how society should take 
decisions, not only within the public, but among all stakeholders 
involved in such processes. 

The afore mentioned authors have tried to understand and 
explain reasons for local protest against wind farm developments, 
but they indicate that their theoretical frameworks can also be used 
for comparable developments in rural areas. We therefore keep 
these theoretical concepts in mind when analysing the data of our 
own research. 

The process of planning and public involvement 

In order to guide planned landscape changes, planners and 
researchers have developed local and regional landscape assess¬ 
ment methods. Typically these methods focus on land cover 
and/or land use characteristics (Wang and Moskovits, 2001; Alig 
et al., 2004; Palmer, 2004; Rogge et al., 2008). These techniques 
(e.g. satellite coverage, aerial photographs, Geographic Informa¬ 
tion Systems, land use and land cover characteristics such as 
shape and form, etc.) and their sophisticated measurements enable 
researchers and planners to define spatial and temporal changes in 
the landscape and produce maps that help visualise dimensions of 
change that might otherwise not be apparent. However, few such 
assessments are grounded in the experiences and concerns of res¬ 
idents and other stakeholders (Wagner and Gobster, 2007). More 
and more it is argued that public involvement is crucial to a suc¬ 
cessful planning process (Rose and Suffling, 2001; Koontz, 2003). 
Brandenburg and Carrol (1995) also warn for the pitfalls of over¬ 
simplifying stakeholders values in a process of public involvement 
and suggest that qualitative methods of social analysis can provide 
a richer understanding of these values. Van Eetvelde and Antrop 
(2004) and Rogge (2009) also point out that for a full understanding 
of landscape change and a sound planning process, measures from 
aerial photographs and census data are insufficient. They suggest 
to combine these data with interviews and oral history. 

Research objectives 

When comparing the development of greenhouse clusters to 
that of wind farms, there are some important distinctions to be 
made. The most important difference is that for more than 20 years 
research has shown (Thayer and Freeman, 1987; Wolsink, 1988; 
Walker, 1995) that there is a strong general support for wind power 
as it is an important source of renewable energy and it can help 


fight climate change. Although greenhouse horticulture represents 
the value of safe and qualitative food of a local produce, it is not 
clear whether there is a general support for its development within 
the Flemish society. We therefore chose not to focus on a specific 
location where an actual greenhouse cluster is being developed but 
to probe for the acceptance of greenhouse clusters in general. 

This research wants to challenge simplistic arguments (such as 
NIMBY) that the different actors that together constitute the agri¬ 
cultural sector use to explain the attitudes the public has towards 
the development of greenhouse clusters. Therefore this research 
has the objective to unravel the complex arguments of the gen¬ 
eral public vis a vis greenhouse clusters, as it is perceived by the 
agricultural sector. 

Methods 

In order to grasp the heterogeneity of the perceptions and 
the nuanced opinions of the stakeholders involved, and given the 
absence of previous research that could reveal quantitatively mea¬ 
surable constructs, a qualitative research design was appropriate 
(Carson et al., 2001). Following the grounded theory approach 
(Strauss and Corbin, 1998), the authors allowed the theory to 
emerge from the data. As such they wanted to understand the 
research situation, rather than to test an a priori outlined hypothe¬ 
sis. Because they are drawn from data, grounded theories are likely 
to offer insight and enhance understanding (Strauss and Corbin, 
1998). This fits the above mentioned research objectives. 

Data sampling 

The idea behind data sampling in grounded theory is to purpose¬ 
fully select participants who will help the researcher understand 
the problem and the research question at the best (Creswell, 2003). 
The aim is to choose a small number of cases that will yield in-depth 
data for theory construction, rather than a random selection of a 
large number of data points to give us statistical information about 
the opinions of an entire population (Koontz, 2003). The selection of 
stakeholders was carried out according to the methods of theoreti¬ 
cal sampling (e.g. Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1978; Miles and 
Huberman, 1994) and snowball sampling ( Hunziker, 1995). The lat¬ 
ter makes it possible to consider the whole range of thematically 
relevant positions in the population (Soliva, 2007) (Table 1). The 
former is an iterative process in which cycles of data collection and 
data analysis are repeated until the data collection stops yielding 
additional relevant insight into the research topic. In our research, 
over a period of 5 months, 24 respondents were interviewed in 
three such separate data collection phases. The open interviews 
lasted approximately 1.5 h. 

Table 1 indicates that we have tried to interview a wide range 
of representatives of the agricultural sector ranging from horticul¬ 
turists, to civil servants and representatives of the farmers union. 

Data analysis and coding 

Subsequently, the approach and method of Strauss and Corbin 
(1998) was followed for the analysis of the data gathered through- 

Table 1 

Professional background and number of respondents per category. 


Agricultural policy deparment 8 

Agricultural research 2 

Spatial planning department 2 

Horticulturists 5 

Farmers Union 4 

Environmental policy and organisations 3 
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out the in-depth interviews. The data of the first interview round 
(16 interviews, held from January 3rd till February 18th 2008) was 
analysed by open coding. As described by Strauss and Corbin (1998) 
the data was broken down into discrete incidents, ideas, events 
and acts. Each phenomenon that was related to the public attitude 
towards the development of greenhouse clusters was given a name. 
Whenever a certain phenomenon was mentioned by two or more 
respondents we defined it as a concept. In total 63 such concepts 
could be distinguished, some of them being mentioned only twice, 
and others mentioned by each of the 24 respondents. After the open 
coding of the first 16 interviews the concepts that emerged were 
analysed and grouped into distinct categories. This gave us a first 
explanation as to what exactly is going on. After each additional 
interview round (round 2, 6 interviews, March llth-March 27th 
2008; round 3, 2 interviews, May 6th-May 28th 2008) the con¬ 
cepts and categories were re-evaluated. Eventually we ended up 
with 63 concepts and 12 categories (Table 2). 

In the following step of the analysis the data that was broken 
into concepts and categories is reassembled by axial coding. When 
coding axially we try to find out how categories link and crosscut in 
order to find more complete and precise explanations about phe¬ 
nomena. Although we do need some categories to start axial coding, 
it is not a separate process from open coding. In reality both tech¬ 
niques are closely intertwined and sometimes happen at the same 
time. 

In the final analysis phase the categories were integrated and 
refined into a larger theoretical scheme by selective coding. Based 
on all data gathered in the interviews a ‘grounded theory' was 
proposed. In this stage the data of the interviews was also con¬ 
fronted, compared and integrated with the data gathered from the 
analysis of press articles (next paragraph). The processes of axial 
and selective coding relates the twelve distinguished categories 
to each other. This results in a theoretical scheme that unravels 
and visualises the key factors that stakeholders of the agricultural 
sector believe to be at the basis of public resistance towards the 
development of greenhouse clusters. 

Techniques used to ensure objectivity 

During the data collection and analysis we explicitly used four 
triangulation techniques to ensure objectivity throughout the data 
gathering and analysis (Strauss and Corbin, 1998; Golafshani, 2003; 
Koro-Ljungberg, 2008): 

- An analysis was conducted on all articles concerning the devel¬ 
opment of large-scaled greenhouses that were published by VILT 
(Flemish Information Centre for Agriculture and Horticulture) in 
the past 6 years. VILT spreads a daily e-letter of all articles con¬ 
cerning agriculture that are published by the major newspapers 
in Flanders. The data found in these articles was coded and anal¬ 
ysed the same way as the interview data. 

- Throughout the research process an attitude of scepticism must 
be maintained. Theoretical explanations should be validated 
against data in subsequent interviews or observations. After con¬ 
ducting about 16 interviews we did a first data-analysis round. In 
the subsequent interviews the preliminary results of this analysis 
were presented at the end of each interview. Respondents were 
asked whether this interpretation matched their personal expe¬ 
riences. In this way the data gathered in previous interviews was 
validated. 

- The methodology and main results were presented to stake¬ 
holders on two separate occasions. On a first occasion (June 4th 
2008) a group of four (three policy makers from the agricultural 
department and one representative from the Farmers Union) 
was assembled to discuss the resulting concepts, categories and 


theoretical scheme. On a second occasion (June 19th 2008) 25 
representatives of various organisations discussed the results of 
the research. Within this group there were leading horticultur¬ 
ists, representatives of the Farmers Union, directors of the most 
important fruit and vegetable auctions in Flanders and civil ser¬ 
vants of the agricultural department. Within both these groups 
there was a large consensus that the distinguished 63 concepts 
and 12 categories correspond with how they experience the pub¬ 
lic acceptance of large-scale greenhouses on the field. Based on 
the discussion held on these two occasions adaptations were 
made at the theoretical scheme. 

- The process of axial and selective coding was performed by three 
separate researchers who are familiar with the research situation. 
The theoretical scheme was built after a lot of consideration and 
discussion between these researchers. This approach was chosen 
in order to avoid any possible bias that could stem out of working 
with a single researcher. 

Results 

The main results of the research are summarised in one theo¬ 
retical scheme (Fig. 2). 

The concept of grouping greenhouses in a large-scaled clus¬ 
ter deviates quite drastically from the present situation in the 
greenhouse horticultural sector in Flanders today. When dealing 
with this subject we noticed that people easily make a distinc¬ 
tion between a general resistance to change on the one hand and 
the concern for the specific risks such projects can involve on the 
other hand. Furthermore, our results indicate that some key factors 
defining the public attitude towards greenhouse clusters according 
to the stakeholders in the agricultural sector can be attributed to 
societal values. The influence of these values mainly relates to the 
aspects of general resistance to change but to a certain extent also 
accounts for some of the more specific risk perceptions people have 
towards the development of greenhouse clusters. 

Values are stable and long-lasting (van der Pligt and De Vries, 
1995). When we define them as ‘activities, behaviours, qualities, 
beliefs, goals-that you believe are important to do, follow or strive 
forward’ (McClelland, 1991)’, we can assume that problems that 
arise with the public acceptance of greenhouse clusters are to be 
seen against this very solid background of values. Schwartz (1994) 
describes a set of ten basic values that include all the core val¬ 
ues that are recognised in cultures around the world. Some of the 
scepticism and arguments against greenhouse clusters can be bet¬ 
ter understood by placing them in this value structure. We found 
three core values that we believe relate closely to some of the issues 
that were mentioned by the respondents. 

• The first value that can account for a lot of the resistance against 
the development of greenhouse clusters is tradition. Schwartz 
(1994) describes tradition as ‘respect, commitment and accep¬ 
tance of the customs and ideas that traditional culture or religion 
provide the self. 

• The second value is security and is described by Schwartz (1994) 
as ‘safety, harmony and stability of society, of relationships and 
of self. 

• Finally, some of the concepts can be related to the value of uni- 
versalism: ‘understanding, appreciation, tolerance and protection 
for the welfare of all people and for nature’ (Schwartz, 1994) 

When describing the different elements in our theoretical 
scheme we will indicate which values are in play. 

We first of all distinguish the categories that all have to do with 
a general resistance to change. The idea of grouping greenhouses in 
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Table 2 

Overview of the 12 categories and 63 concepts that determine the public attitude towards the development of large-scale greenhouses. 

Category Concepts 

Fear for additional developments 
Lack of any Flemish example 
Is there a control of environmental burden? 

Financial risk? 

Pressure of diseases 
Legal certainty will be better 
Better environmental investments 
Better control and organization of traffic 
Better landscape integration 
More cooperation 
More efficient energy use 
Better cost-effectiveness 

Who will bear the very high costs of communal utilities 
such as gas, energy, water 

The scale of the greenhouse is perceived as a problem 
Energy consumption is massive 
Cogeneration is distortion of competition 
Energy the ‘real story’ 

Food quality (synergy with industry) 

Energy commands spatial decisions 
Pollution of water 
Pollution of air 
Sound pollution 
Water usage 
Traffic problems 
Light pollution 
Reflection of sunlight 
Space 


Market 


Changing population structure Employment of immigrants 


Initiator 


Visual pollution 
Landscape pollution 
Loss of open space 

Decision power with municipality, perceived as not good 
Lack of political guts 
Lack of vision 

Depended on individuals (civil servants, politicians,...) 
NIMBY 

Top-down decisions about the location 
Permit procedures are very long 
Nonexistent or bad communication 
Inadequate information 
Emotionally loaded 
Resistance against change 
Bitterness of the society 
Do Flemish horticulturists want to move? 

Conservative attitude 
Suspicion towards the unknown 
Jealousy 

Negative image/fear for negative image after synergy with 

industry 

Urban legends 

Media gives negative and wrong coverage 
Some cases of malpractice 


Place attachment 

Policy level of decisions 

Time 

Communication 
Emotions and behaviour 


Image of horticultural sector 


Good land is lost for agriculture 
Land prices rise 

Conflict with other land users/owners 
Scarcity of land 
Delineation of areas 
Interruption of the market 
Fear of lagging behind 

Who can participate in a cluster and who can’t? 

Several smaller family businesses or one big company? 
Clusters become the norm 

Employment of immigrants (Africans, Eastern Europeans,...) 

Locals don’t want to do the job 

Continuous employment of unskilled labourers 

Perception of moonlighting and unfair wages 

Dutchmen 

Connection with the surrounding area 
Property developers 


Clustering 


Scale 

Sustainable energy use 


Health and environmental concerns 


Livelihood 


one clusters is new for the Flemish horticultural sector. This does 
not only has spatial consequences but also influences the tradi¬ 
tional way of working in this sector. One of the most important 
traditions within the Belgian agricultural sector is ‘family farming’. 


More than 94% of Belgian farms are family-owned, farm succession 
in Belgium is from parent(s) to child(ren) and is therefore an impor¬ 
tant issue in the farm life cycle (Calus et al., 2008). The concept of 
large-scale greenhouses, ranging up to 20 ha and more, clustered 
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f Non-realisation \ 
of clusters ) 


Fig. 2. Theoretical scheme explaining the relationships between all factors that representatives of the agricultural sector believe to have an influence on the public attitude 
towards greenhouse clusters. 


in a form of cooperation deviates quite drastically from the tradi¬ 
tional family-owned greenhouse business. Stakeholders from the 
agricultural sector state that the fact that the development of green¬ 
house clusters is initiated by property developers, is hard to accept. 
The involvement of property developers breaks the farm life cycle 
of succession from parent to child and therefore breaks with an 
important part of tradition. 

“The question is whether we want mega sized greenhouses in 
such a cluster? Maybe it is better to group a few family busi¬ 
nesses in such a park. In this way we can offer them scale 
advantages large companies have anyway.” (agricultural policy 
department, province level) 

“The fact that there is a property developer involved makes peo¬ 
ple presume that other developments and constructions will 
follow.” (Farmers Union) 

Another more general issue the stakeholders believe people are 
worried about is the question of sustainable energy use. Respon¬ 
dents often referred to the ‘massive’ energy use of greenhouses, 
questioning whether the public will accept irresponsible energy 
use by horticulturists. This concern can be linked to the value of 
‘universalism’, where people are concerned about the protection 
of people and nature. 

“Greenhouses may produce energy but they also use massive 
amounts of energy. In advertisement campaigns the govern¬ 
ment tells us to use low-energy light bulbs, but if we go out 
at night we see these greenhouses that give light as if they were 
the sun” (local politician) 

Besides these general concerns people are clearly worried about 
the specific risks the development of greenhouse clusters can have 


for them. First of all, there are numerous issues linked to health 
and environmental concerns people have when such a park would 
be constructed in their neighbourhood. Examples are air and water 
pollution, sound, visual and light pollution, traffic problems, etc. 
This clearly relates to the value of universalism as people are con¬ 
cerned about their welfare and nature protection (Schwartz, 1994). 

“Some of these horticulturists heat with heavy fuels or with 

wood residues. People are concerned about the air quality_” 

(environmental organisation) 

A second category relates to the fact that some people are wor¬ 
ried that their livelihood will be affected by the development of 
such parks. We can distinguish two different elements. First of all 
there is the element of space that involves everything that has to 
do with the use, ownership and cost of land on the one hand and 
all possible tensions, conflicts and worries that result out of it on 
the other hand. One of the most brisk discussions surrounding the 
category ‘space’ is the impact the development of a greenhouse 
park will have on land prices. Especially farmers are worried about 
a substantial increase in land prices, making it impossible for them 
to purchase additional land if they want to expand their production 
area. 

“These large clusters have nothing to do with agriculture, this is 
industry in which food is produced. The only reason why it has 
to be agriculture, is because agricultural land costs nothing. By 
these developments the price of agricultural land will become 
gigantic. Land speculation will be a certain result.” (agricultural 
policy department, province level) 

Another element related to livelihood is the effect the develop¬ 
ment of large-scale greenhouses will have on the market of the 
products grown in them. Smaller greenhouse owners are wor- 
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ried about this evolution. They fear that it will be impossible for 
them to compete with these clusters, especially if the production 
cost is lowered by the use of cogeneration. Smaller companies are 
also anxious for the clusters to step out of the auction circuit and 
contact buyers themselves, which might allow them to influence 
prices. They also fear that the development of clusters will become 
the standard against which their performance (e.g. energy effi¬ 
ciency, use of pesticides, use of nutrients) will be measured. These 
elements play an important role in the attitude a part of the green¬ 
house sector has towards clustering, causing disagreements and 
divisions within the sector itself. 

“People are very scared these clusters will cause a disruption 
of the market. The majority of the production will then be 
realised by one or a few companies. These clusters will surely 
compromise the viability of small family-owned greenhouses” 
(agricultural policy department) 

Another specific element of risk perception is the concern about 
the fact that greenhouse holdings mainly employ immigrants. A 
lot of rural communities are not used to the presence of foreigners 
and therefore have a certain anxiety about them. This fear can be 
related to the value of ‘security’. The stakeholders claim to notice 
that people are clearly worried about the fact that the population 
structure in their neighbourhood would change as a result of the 
development of clusters. 

Talking about an area where there is a concentration of large 
greenhouses: “Neighbours and local people call it the Congo- 
street” (horticulturist) 

The category of the initiator of the project can also be related 
to this value of security. In addition to the resistance to property 
developers, the sector assumes that the people are very concerned 
when the initiator of a project is from the Netherlands. There is 
some sort of fear that the immigration of Dutch people in the border 
regions will change the population structure and that this will cause 
a destabilisation of local society and of the market. 

“There should be instruments to back up Flemish initiators and 
to keep off Dutch initiators, people don’t want Dutchmen to 
come over here, there would be a lot less resistance if it were 
Flemish developers”, (civil servants of a border municipality) 

Finally the actors of the agricultural sector think that the gen¬ 
eral public is very sensitive to place attachment. The fact that the 
outlook of the place where people have been living or working for 
so long will drastically change causes a problem for a lot of people. 
Concepts such as the loss of open space, visual pollution and frag¬ 
mentation of the landscape strongly relate to this sense of place 
attachment. 

“More and more people are also concerned about the visual 
aspects. If you are used to having a sight on pastures and cows 
and suddenly there is a glass wall in front of you... that is a big 
change...” (environmental organisation) 

The combination of a general form of resistance to change and 
some more specific concerns results in the fact that the stake¬ 
holders included in this research think that the general public will 
perceive this new development as a threat. 

Besides categories related to general resistance to change and 
specific risk perception we can discern some categories that have 
to do with the structural difficulties people are faced with when 
they try to develop a greenhouse cluster. First of all there is a lot 
of frustration about the policy level at which permits are granted. 
Currently, municipalities are responsible for the final decision on 
the proposed project. A majority of the respondents feels that this 
is not the appropriate level to take the final decision in projects 


of such a scale. They state that local politicians often have a good 
relationship with their residents and rely on them for electoral pur¬ 
poses. Therefore they are not very likely to approve projects of such 
scale. Furthermore, debates concerning the construction of large- 
scale greenhouses are often emotionally loaded and it is hard for 
local politicians to take an objective stance in such a discussion. 
Local policy is also often reproached a lack of vision and struc¬ 
ture, because it is too dependent on the goodwill and capability 
of individuals (civil servants, mayors etc.). 

“It is necessary that people at a higher policy level have the guts 
to take a decision. The local level is way to close to the people, 
there is too much emotion involved to make good decisions.” 
(agricultural union) 

When the municipality rejects the application for the construc¬ 
tion of a new greenhouse, an appeal can be lodged against this 
decision. This appeal has to be handled at the provincial level and 
eventually at the Flemish level. This is a very time-consuming pro¬ 
cess and horticulturists complain that their application is already 
out-dated and old-fashioned before it can even be realised. They 
also blame the government for deliberately stretching this deci¬ 
sion procedure so that they would be discouraged and eventually 
give up. Decision makers are also reproached an inadequate com¬ 
munication with a lack of accurate information, which strengthens 
the negative public attitude towards greenhouse clusters. 

“The project in ‘X’ is a question of political power. It was ini¬ 
tiated by the government and no matter what: it has to be 

realised.If you take citizens seriously you have to involve 

them in the planning process. Policy has to change entirely. We 
should evolve to a system of ‘governance’ where we try to find 
solutions together with citizens.” (agricultural policy depart¬ 
ment) 

As appears from the quotes above, the interviewed stakeholders 
have the feeling that they are not properly involved in the deci¬ 
sion process. Some respondents were even more harsh in their 
judgement and stated that they have the feeling that the process 
of granting a permit is now unfair and unjust. These three cate¬ 
gories of policy level, bad communication and time thus lead to a 
perception of procedural injustice. 

The combination a perceived threat and a perceived procedu¬ 
ral injustice reflects on the public attitude of people involved. As 
described in the introduction there is a rising number of protest 
groups, public meetings, petitions, objections, etc. This negative 
attitude combined with a very difficult formal procedure to obtain 
a permit adds to the fact that until today not a single development 
has been realised in Flanders. 


Discussion 

The theoretical scheme gives us insight in the reasons and 
underlying motives that the stakeholders of the agricultural sector 
believe to be at the basis of public resistance against the devel¬ 
opment of greenhouse clusters. Based on this scheme we can 
immediately see that there is no monocausal relationship between 
one specific factor and the public attitude. First of all some of our 
societal values provide a basis for scepticism against these large 
constructions. This corresponds with the findings of Gross (2007) 
who states that conflicting perspectives on values are frequently 
at the basis of divisions in local communities when dealing with 
problems of land use and natural recourse management. 

Besides the influence of values we distinguished several general 
or specific concerns which make people perceive the develop¬ 
ment of greenhouse clusters as a threat. Some of the elements that 
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were mentioned by the respondents correspond with findings in 
literature relating to protest against certain unwanted land uses. 
Mannarini et al. (2009) for example also stress the importance 
of environmental and health concerns where people are worried 
about territorial ravage, water and atmospheric pollution. In our 
research comparable concerns were abundantly mentioned by the 
respondents. There is an apparent fear for water, air, light and 
sound pollution caused by these large greenhouses. 

Another important element that emerged was the concern peo¬ 
ple have about their livelihood. People are afraid that these large 
greenhouses will disrupt the market and will influence prices of 
products on the one hand and prices of land on the other hand, 
making it hard for them to economically survive. Gross (2007) 
also recognised the concern for ones livelihood as an important 
driving factor in protest actions. Often the preservation of jobs is 
placed against the preservation of some kind of natural recourse 
(for example the preservation of forest). 

The element of place attachment is also not unique to the 
case of greenhouse clusters in Flanders. Lewicka (2005), Stedman 
(2002) and Mannarini et al. (2009) all point out that place attach¬ 
ment largely determines people’s willingness to participate in local 
protest actions. 

The combination of a general resistance to change with some 
specific risk perceptions contributes to the increase of perceived 
threat of greenhouse clusters. As van den Berg and Vlek (1998) 
state this perceived threat causes an intensification of the public 
resistance. 

In addition to this perceived threat there are also some struc¬ 
tural difficulties within the planning process that hamper the 
realisation of greenhouse clusters. These problems are however 
quite pertinent as they lead to a perception of injustice. Several 
authors have focused on the concepts of fairness and justice when 
trying to explain local protest actions against all sorts of develop¬ 
ments. Mannarini et al. (2009) describe this as a democracy concern 
where people have the feeling that they are not involved in the 
decision process at all. Gross (2007) elaborates on the concept of 
procedural injustice and refers to elements such as the right of 
participation, and lack of bias on the part of the decision maker. 
Wolsink (2007) also studied this phenomenon and states that the 
commitment to fairness becomes clearly manifest. The crucial fac¬ 
tor is not that residents have a strong intention to shift burdens to 
others, but that they consider it unfair that others, or the decision 
maker, shift the burden to them. This suggests that the crucial fac¬ 
tor in protest are not issues of egotism, but fair decision making 
that does not cause any perceived injustice. 

The theoretical scheme shows that these structural difficulties 
are not isolated. There is definitely an interaction between the 
perceived public attitude and these more practical problems. For 
example: one of the main reasons planning procedures take so 
much time is because there is always some sort of public objection 
against the proposed plans. On the other hand, inadequate com¬ 
munication and time-consuming planning procedures add to the 
general negative attitude held by the public towards these devel¬ 
opments. 

The theoretical scheme gives us an idea of the complexity of 
the problem. Clearly, there is more to the resistance than the fear 
for nuisance alone. Oversimplifying the problem by stating that 
the reasons for protest solely stem out of the NIMBY effect (as 
project developers, policy makers and some actors of the agri¬ 
cultural sector often do) can be countered by the results of this 
research. This largely corresponds with the results of Warren and 
McFayden (2010), Wolsink (2006, 2007), van der Horst (2007) and 
Krohn and Damborg (1999) who all state that the NIMBY idea is 
too simplistic a concept to explain the multi-faceted reasons for 
oppositional behaviour. 


Conclusion 

As suggested by several authors (Brandenburg and Carrol, 1995; 
Van Eetvelde and Antrop, 2004; Wagner and Gobster, 2007) this 
research confirms the fact that a qualitative research approach 
can contribute valuable information to the process of a planned 
landscape change. The resulting theoretical scheme not only gives 
a better insight in the way the agricultural sector perceives the 
factors that determine the public attitude towards green house 
clusters, but it also enhances the understanding of the complexity 
of the situation. This knowledge and insight provides policy mak¬ 
ers with detailed information on the stance different stakeholders 
have towards the development, enabling them to anticipate cer¬ 
tain problems. It is therefore our belief that the use of a grounded 
theory approach could have an important added value in a spatial 
planning context. 

This research has focused on the perceptions of the actors of the 
agricultural sector. It is clear that these perceptions are not objec¬ 
tive, as they are coloured by their own interests, in the same way 
as the perceptions of other actors will be influenced by their own 
interests. This urges to investigate the perceptions of other stake¬ 
holder groups in future research, as it may enrich and strengthen 
the policy implications of the actual research. 
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